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On December 8, 1941, in a speech to the United States Congress, President Franklin D. Roosevelt
famously declared December 7, 1941, "a date which will live in infamy." This powerful statement
marked a pivotal moment in American history, as the nation confronted the devastating surprise
attack on Pearl Harbor by the Japanese Imperial Navy. But what exactly does this phrase mean, and
how has it come to symbolize a day of infamy in American consciousness? In this comprehensive
article, we explore the various definitions and interpretations of this historic phrase, its historical
context, and its enduring significance.

The Historical Context of December 7, 1941

Background of the Pearl Harbor Attack

The attack on Pearl Harbor was a surprise military strike conducted by the Japanese Navy against the
United States naval base at Pearl Harbor, Hawaii. The attack aimed to neutralize the U.S. Pacific Fleet
and prevent interference with Japan’s imperial expansion in Southeast Asia. The assault occurred
early on a Sunday morning, December 7, 1941, and involved over 350 Japanese aircraft attacking in
two waves.

Key facts about the attack:

- Over 2,400 Americans were killed during the attack.

- Numerous battleships, aircraft, and military installations were damaged or destroyed.

- The attack took place without prior warning, catching the U.S. military and government unprepared.

Immediate Impact and U.S. Declaration of War

President Franklin D. Roosevelt addressed Congress on December 8, 1941, delivering a stirring
speech that condemned the attack and called for a declaration of war against Japan. The famous
phrase, "a date which will live in infamy," was part of this speech, emphasizing the attack's
treacherous and unjust nature.

Key points from Roosevelt's speech:

- Condemnation of the surprise attack.

- Assertion that the attack was unprovoked and unjustified.

- Call for Congress to declare war on Japan, which was swiftly approved.



Meaning and Significance of "A Date Which Will Live In
Infamy"

Definition of Infamy

The word "infamy" refers to a state of extreme dishonor, shame, or evil associated with a criminal or
wicked act. It is derived from Latin "infamia," meaning notoriety or disgrace.

Common interpretations include:
- An act so heinous that it becomes infamous.
- A day associated with shame or disgrace in history.

The Phrase as a Symbol of Treachery and Shock

When Roosevelt called December 7, 1941, "a date which will live in infamy," he was emphasizing that
the attack was a treacherous and unjust act that would be remembered with shame and
condemnation. The phrase encapsulated the shock and outrage felt by the American people, framing
the event as a turning point that demanded justice and retribution.

Historical and Cultural Significance

The phrase has since become embedded in American history, symbolizing the betrayal and the need
for collective resolve. It also highlights how language can shape national memory and identity.

Key aspects include:

- A rallying cry for unity and resolve.

- An invocation of moral outrage.

- A reminder of the importance of vigilance and preparedness.

Different Perspectives and Interpretations

Legal and Political Definitions

In legal terms, "infamy" often relates to criminal acts that are universally condemned, such as treason
or acts of war. Roosevelt’s use of the phrase elevated the attack to a crime of historic proportions.

Political implications:
- Justification for entering World War Il
- Framing the attack as a moral and legal transgression.



Historical Definitions and Usage

Historically, "infamy" has been used to describe events or individuals marked by disgrace. The phrase
"a date which will live in infamy" is a powerful rhetorical device that emphasizes the lasting impact of
December 7, 1941, on American history.

Notable uses include:
- Winston Churchill’'s speeches on wartime atrocities.
- Legal judgments condemning acts of treachery.

Modern Interpretations and Legacy

Today, the phrase continues to evoke themes of betrayal, resilience, and national unity. It is
frequently referenced in speeches, literature, and memorials commemorating December 7.

Contemporary reflections include:

- Recognizing the attack as a lesson in preparedness.

- Honoring those who served and sacrificed.

- Reflecting on the importance of vigilance against treachery.

Which Of These Definitions Best Fits The Phrase?

When considering the phrase "a date which will live in infamy," the most fitting definitions include:
1. A historic act of treachery or betrayal - emphasizing the surprise attack as a breach of trust.

2. A day of shame and dishonor - reflecting the moral outrage felt by the nation.

3. A turning point in national history - marking the beginning of America's full-scale involvement in
World War .

In summary:
The phrase encapsulates the shock, outrage, and moral condemnation of the attack, framing
December 7, 1941, as a day that would be remembered forever for its treachery and impact.

Impact and Legacy of the Phrase

Memorials and Cultural References

The phrase "a date which will live in infamy" has been etched into American cultural memory. It is
frequently recited during memorial ceremonies, educational programs, and patriotic events.

Examples include:

- Pearl Harbor remembrance services.

- School curricula discussing World War 1.

- Films and documentaries about the attack.



Lessons Learned and Modern Relevance

The phrase also serves as a reminder of the importance of intelligence, preparedness, and vigilance
against acts of treachery.

Lessons include:

- The need for constant readiness.

- The importance of diplomatic and military intelligence.
- The value of national unity in times of crisis.

Conclusion

President Roosevelt’s declaration that December 7, 1941, was "a date which will live in infamy"
remains one of the most powerful phrases in American history. It encapsulates the shock, betrayal,
and moral outrage over the surprise attack on Pearl Harbor, and it continues to serve as a symbol of
the nation's resilience and resolve. The various definitions—ranging from treachery and shame to a
pivotal historical turning point—highlight the multifaceted significance of this phrase. As a lasting
legacy, it reminds us of the importance of vigilance, unity, and moral clarity in the face of adversity.

In essence, "a date which will live in infamy" refers to an act of treachery that forever changed the
course of history, embodying both shame and resolve, and serving as a testament to the enduring
spirit of a nation that refused to be defeated by betrayal.

Frequently Asked Questions

What did President Roosevelt mean when he called December
7, 1941, 'a date which will live in infamy'?

Roosevelt described December 7, 1941, as a day of treachery and tragedy because of the surprise
attack on Pearl Harbor by Japan, which led to significant loss of life and marked the U.S. entry into
World War .

Which definition best describes the phrase 'a date which will
live in infamy'?

It refers to a day that is remembered for a notorious or terrible event, often associated with betrayal
or tragedy.

Why did President Roosevelt choose the phrase 'a date which
will live in infamy' in his speech?

He used the phrase to emphasize the shocking and treacherous nature of the Pearl Harbor attack and
to rally Americans to respond strongly.



Is the phrase 'a date which will live in infamy' used to
describe any other historical events?

While primarily associated with Pearl Harbor, similar phrases are used to describe other infamous
dates in history, but Roosevelt's speech made it most famous in this context.

Which of these definitions best fits the phrase 'a date which
will live in infamy'?

A day remembered for a significant and negative event that is widely condemned and remembered
for its impact.

How does the phrase 'a date which will live in infamy' reflect
the severity of the event?

It underscores the event's significance and its lasting negative impact on history and collective
memory.

Can the phrase 'a date which will live in infamy' be used for
positive events?

No, it is specifically used for events that are viewed negatively, such as tragedies or betrayals.

What is the origin of the phrase 'a date which will live in
infamy'?

It originated from President Franklin D. Roosevelt's speech to Congress on December 8, 1941,
condemning the Pearl Harbor attack.

In the context of Roosevelt's speech, which of these best
defines 'a date which will live in infamy'?

An infamous day marked by a treacherous attack that changed the course of history and is
remembered for its negative impact.

How is the phrase 'a date which will live in infamy' relevant
today?

It serves as a powerful reminder of the importance of vigilance and the lasting impact of tragic events
on national memory.

Additional Resources

President Roosevelt Called December 7, 1941, A Date Which Will Live In Infamy: An In-Depth Analysis
of Its Significance and Definitions



Introduction: The Power of Words in History

The phrase “a date which will live in infamy” is among the most iconic lines in American history,
spoken by President Franklin D. Roosevelt in his speech to Congress on December 8, 1941,
immediately following the surprise attack on Pearl Harbor. This declaration not only encapsulated the
shock and outrage of the American people but also set the tone for the United States’ entry into World
War Il. Understanding this phrase involves exploring the context in which Roosevelt used it, its
linguistic components, and the multiple interpretations that have emerged over time.

Context of Roosevelt’s Declaration: The Attack on Pearl
Harbor

Before delving into the definitions, it is essential to grasp the circumstances surrounding Roosevelt’s
statement:

- Event Overview: On December 7, 1941, the Imperial Japanese Navy launched a surprise military
strike against the U.S. naval base at Pearl Harbor, Hawaii.

- Impact: The attack resulted in significant loss of life and naval assets, with over 2,400 Americans
killed and numerous ships and aircraft damaged or destroyed.

- U.S. Response: The following day, Roosevelt delivered his historic speech to Congress, calling
December 7th “a date which will live in infamy,” urging Congress to declare war on Japan.

This context underscores the gravity of the phrase and its emotional resonance.

Breaking Down the Phrase: "A Date Which Will Live In
Infamy"

To understand the depth of Roosevelt’s words, we must analyze each component:

“A Date”

- Literal Meaning: Refers to a specific calendar day, in this case, December 7, 1941.
- Symbolic Significance: Marks a pivotal moment in American history, a day that changed the course



of the nation and the world.

“Which Will Live”

- Literal Interpretation: The date will remain in collective memory and historical record.
- Figurative Implication: The event is so profound that it continues to influence national consciousness
and identity for generations.

“In Infamy”

- Definition of “Infamy”:
- Dictionary: “The state of being well known for some bad quality or deed.”
- Historical Connotation: An act that is disgraceful, shameful, and deserving of condemnation.

- Roosevelt’s Use: He intended to emphasize the treacherous and villainous nature of the attack,
framing it as a moment of dishonor and moral failing by the aggressor.

The Multiple Interpretations of "A Date Which Will Live
In Infamy"

Understanding the phrase involves recognizing that it can be examined through various lenses:

Historical Perspective

- The phrase signifies the attack’s unprecedented and shocking nature.
- It emphasizes the attack’s betrayal of diplomatic norms and peaceful relations.

Political and Rhetorical Perspective

- Roosevelt’s words serve as rallying cries, uniting the American people against a common enemy.
- The phrase underscores the moral gravity of the event, framing it as a moral breach that demands
justice.

Legal and Ethical Perspective

- The use of “infamy” implies a breach of international law and diplomatic protocol.
- It calls attention to the treacherous nature of the attack, which was not a declared act of war but a



surprise assault.

Personal and Cultural Impact

- The phrase has become a symbol of American resilience and resolve.
- It influences cultural memory, inspiring speeches, literature, and education about the era.

The Definitions and Their Significance

Examining the core keywords in Roosevelt’s phrase helps clarify its layered meanings:

Definition of “Infamy” in Context

- Moral and Ethical Dimension: Denotes a profound dishonor and shame associated with the attack.

- International Law: Acts of surprise attack without prior declaration violate accepted norms.

- Historical Legacy: The use of “infamy” solidifies the event’s status as a stain on history and a lesson
in diplomacy.

Alternate Perspectives on “A Date” and “Will Live”

- Immutable Memory: The phrase suggests that the event'’s significance will endure across
generations.

- Transformative Moment: The attack is viewed as a turning point, a date that redefined American
foreign policy and military engagement.

- Collective Trauma: The phrase reflects a collective sense of loss and betrayal, embedding the event
into national consciousness.

The Impact of Roosevelt’s Language on Public and
Political Response

Roosevelt’s choice of words had profound effects:

- Mobilization of the Nation: The phrase galvanized Americans to support wartime efforts.

- Legislative Action: It influenced Congress to swiftly declare war on Japan, marking America’s entry
into WWIL.

- Symbolic Power: The phrase became a shorthand for the attack’s gravity and the need for justice.



The Broader Significance of “A Date Which Will Live In
Infamy” in History

Memorialization and Cultural Memory

- The phrase has been etched into history textbooks, speeches, and popular culture.
- It serves as a reminder of the dangers of complacency and the importance of preparedness.

Lessons in Diplomacy and Warfare

- Highlights the consequences of diplomatic failure and misjudgment.
- Underscores the importance of intelligence and vigilance in international relations.

Influence on Contemporary Discourse

- The phrase is invoked in modern debates about national security, remembrance, and patriotism.
- It exemplifies how language can shape public perception and policy.

Conclusion: The Enduring Power of Roosevelt’s Words

“President Roosevelt called December 7, 1941, a date which will live in infamy” is more than a
memorable phrase; it encapsulates a pivotal moment in history, embodying themes of betrayal,
resilience, and moral judgment. The term “infamy” underscores the treacherous nature of the attack
and the moral outrage it provoked, while “a date which will live in” highlights the enduring memory
and significance of that day.

Beyond its immediate historical context, the phrase continues to influence American identity and
global perceptions of justice and morality. Its layered meanings demonstrate how language,
especially when wielded with purpose and clarity, can shape history and inspire generations.
Roosevelt’'s words remain a testament to the power of rhetoric in times of crisis, reminding us of the
importance of remembering our past to forge a better future.

In summary, understanding the phrase “a date which will live in infamy” involves analyzing its
linguistic components, historical context, and cultural implications. It is a testament to the enduring



power of words in shaping collective memory and moral judgment, solidifying December 7, 1941, not
only as a significant historical event but as a symbol of national resolve and moral clarity.
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